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Tie field identification of African Accipiter species

and similar-looking hawks presents one the con-

tinent’s more difficult identification challenges. One
obvious problem is the high diversity of lookalike

species, many of which overlap widely in distribution

and habitat. Another problem is their secretive habits.

They rarely allow a leisurely examination, forcing

identification based on typically fleeting glimpses of

these dashing killers. Reliable identification also re-

quires attention to key relevant details, frequently

ignored or inaccurately portrayed in the main field

guides and handbooks covering the region. The radi-

cally different appearance of adults and juveniles, the

presence of all-black melanistic forms in four species,

and geographical variation in certain morphological

features intensify the challenge. The 16 species cov-

ered in this article are:

African Goshawk Accipiter tachiro, Chestnut-

flanked Sparrowhawk A. castanilius,

Red-thighed Sparrowhawk A. erythropus
,

Lit-

tle Sparrowhawk A. minullus, Little Banded

Goshawk (Shikra) A. badius, Levant

Sparrowhawk A. brevipes, Ovambo
Sparrowhawk A. ovampensis, Red-breasted

Sparrowhawk A. rufiventris, European

Sparrowhawk A. nisus
,

Black Sparrowhawk

A. melanoleucus, Northern Goshawk A.

gentilis, Pale Chanting Goshawk Melierax

canorus, Dark Chanting Goshawk M.

metabates, Gabar Goshawk Micron isusga ba r,

Lizard Buzzard Kaupifalco monogrammicus

and Cuckoo Hawk Aviceda cuculoides.

Most of the species covered here carry the name

‘sparrowhawk’ or ‘goshawk’ but this distinction has

little biological significance and was inherited from

the western European situation, where only two spe-

cies occur, the smallest originally termed the

“Sparrowhawk” and the largest the “Goshawk”. These

two terms were then applied in a somewhat arbitrary

fashion to the wider diversity of ‘barred hawks’ occur-

ring in Africa. The 16 species in the genus Accipiter are

the true sparrowhawks and goshawks, and form the

core of this article, with a few other lookalike species

also treated. The Pale and Dark Chanting Goshawks

and Gabar Goshawk are closely related, with the last

having converged closely on an Accipiter- like ap-

pearance and habits. The misnamed Lizard Buzzard is

probably also closely related to these three species; it

has a similar loud and repetitive call to the two chant-

ing goshawks. The Cuckoo Hawk superficially

resembles these other ‘barred hawks’ in plumage

features but is a member of the ‘bazas’, a forest-

dwelling group of raptors, with other representatives

in Asia and traditionally allied with the kites.

The only other African bird of prey that could

arguably have been included in this article is the Long-

tailed Hawk Urotriorchis macrourus of the equatorial

forests of Central and West Africa. The taxonomic

affinities of this unique raptor may lie with the guild of

species represented by the Chanting and Gabar Gos-

hawks, and Lizard Buzzard. Its inordinately long tail,

however, immediately distinguishes it from any other

African bird of prey.

The critical features to note when identifying

these species are their relative sizes (see above),

colours of the soft parts (eyes, cere and legs), the

precise pattern of markings on the underparts, and

the presence or absence of white markings on the

rump and upper surface of the tail. The value of body

size, however, is compromised by the marked sexual

dimorphism in most of these birds. As in most birds of

prey, females are larger than males and this is most

pronounced among Accipiter species. Several other

features, usually concerning the head region, and

especially the presence or absence of eyebrow

stripes and throat stripes, can also be useful in some

cases. It is most important to immediately distinguish

whether an adult or juvenile bird is being examined.

In all these species, the initial juvenile plumage is

replaced by full adult plumage, probably within 12-

18 months, with no intermediate immature plumages.

Adults are typically plain grey above and barred be-

low, while juveniles are brown above, with

characteristic pale buff tips to the feathers, and streaked

or spotted on the underparts. There are some excep-

tions, as outlined below. Knowledge of habitat and

distribution can also be useful in many instances.
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Table 1 Summary of the key identification features of African Accipiter species and similar-looking hawks

Species Size Underparts Rump Uppertail* Eye Cere Legs

ADULTS

African Goshawk 36-47 cm plain rufous (lower Guinea)

barred (elsewhere)

dark white spots (male) yellow grey yellow

Chestnut-flanked Sparrowhawk 28—35 cm barred dark white bars (male) yellow yellow yellow

Red-thighed Sparrowhawk 23-28 cm rufous wash

/

faint barring

white broken white bars orange yellow/orange yellow/

orange

Little Sparrowhawk 23-27 cm barred white white spots yellow yellow yellow

Little Banded Goshawk 28-30 cm barred dark central plain red (male)

orange (female)

yellow yellow

Levant Sparrowhawk 32-38 cm barred dark central plain red grey (male)

yellow (female)

yellow

Ovambo Sparrowhawk 31-40 cm barred dark white flecks wine red yellow/orange/

red

yellow/

orange/red

Red-breasted Sparrowhawk 33-40 cm plain rufous dark white flecks yellow yellow yellow

European Sparrowhawk 28-38 cm barred dark orange (male)

yellow (female)

yellow yellow

Black Sparrowhawk 46-58 cm black ‘waistcoat’ dark wine red yellow yellow

Northern Goshawk 43-61 cm barred dark yellow/orange yellow yellow

Pale Chanting Goshawk 46-63 cm plain upper, barred lower white brown red red

Dark Chanting Goshawk 43-56 cm plain upper, barred lower dark brown red red

Gabar Goshawk 28-36 cm plain upper, barred lower white brown red red

Lizard Buzzard 35-37 cm plain upper, barred lower white black with 1

or 2 white bars

brown pink pink

Cuckoo Hawk 38-41 cm plain upper, barred lower dark yellow/

orange/red

yellow yellow

JUVENILES

African Goshawk spotted dark white spots (male) brown grey yellow

Chestnut-flanked Sparrowhawk spotted dark white bars (male) brown yellow yellow

Red-thighed Sparrowhawk spotted, barred flanks dark broken white bars yellow yellow yellow

Little Sparrowhawk spotted dark white spots yellow yellow yellow

Little Banded Goshawk spotted upper, barred lower dark yellow yellow yellow

Levant Sparrowhawk spotted/streaked dark brown yellow yellow

Ovambo Sparrowhawk mottled dark white flecks brown yellow/orange yellow/

orange

Red-breasted Sparrowhawk mottled dark white flecks yellow yellow yellow

European Sparrowhawk mottled (male)

barred (female)

dark yellow yellow yellow

Black Sparrowhawk streaked dark white edging

to bars

brown yellow yellow

Northern Goshawk streaked dark white edging

to bars

yellow yellow yellow

Pale Chanting Goshawk mottled upper, barred lower white yellow grey/orange yellow

Dark Chanting Goshawk mottled upper, barred lower dark yellow grey/orange yellow

Gabar Goshawk streaked upper, barred lower white yellow grey/yellow/

orange

yellow/

orange

Lizard Buzzard plain upper, barred lower white black with 1

or 2 white bars

brown pink pink

Cuckoo Hawk plain upper, barred lower dark yellow yellow yellow

* uppertail otherwise barred with black and grey as in all species (except Lizard Buzzard) and without any distinctive features
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Small- to medium-sized Accipiter species

and Gabar Goshawk - adults

The African Goshawk is widespread in forested and

well-wooded regions. An otherwise secretive bird, it

is highly conspicuous when flying high above its

forested home giving a characteristic ‘clicking’ call.

The grey cere colour is unusual and shared only with

the male Levant Sparrowhawk in this group. The eyes

and legs are yellow. The underparts are barred

throughout and the rump is plain grey. The upper

surface of the tail has white spots in the male; these are

absent in the female. The populations found in the

equatorial forests of Central and West Africa may
constitute a separate species, the Red-chested Gos-

hawk A. toussenelii, which apparently lacks the

distinctive vocal display flight characteristic of the

species elsewhere in Africa. Those in the lower Guinea

forests of Central Africa also have a distinctively differ-

ent plumage pattern, with unbarred plain rufous

underparts (sometimes with faint barring on the thighs

only) and plain grey throats contrasting clearly with

the remainder of the underparts.

The richly coloured Chestnut-flanked

Sparrowhawk is a poorly-known species of the equa-

torial forests of Central Africa. The eyes, cere and legs

are yellow. The underparts are heavily barred with

grey and brown, and the rump is dark. There are white

bars on the upper surface of the tail in males. It is

smaller, darker, more heavily barred and has a longer

tail than African Goshawk which shares its habitat.

The Red-thighed Sparrowhawk is another little-

known Accipiter of the equatorial forests and is closely

related to the Little Sparrowhawk. The eyes are or-

ange, and the cere and legs are orange or yellow. The

upperparts are very dark grey, almost black, and the

underparts have a rufous wash or faint barring. The

rump is white and the upper surface of the tail has

broken white bars.

The Little Sparrowhawk is the smallest of all the

raptors considered here and inhabits forest, thickets

and well-developed woodland but avoids the equato-

rial forests, where it is replaced by the Red-thighed

Sparrowhawk. The eyes, cere and legs are yellow.

The upperparts are grey and the underparts are barred

throughout. The rump is white and the upper surface

of the tail has white spots. Little Sparrowhawk and

African Goshawk overlap widely and are similar in

appearance but differ in size, and cere and rump

colour.

The Little Banded Goshawk (or Shikra) is one the

most widespread and abundant of the ‘barred hawks’

found in African woodlands. The eye colour is cherry-

red in males and orange in females. The cere and legs

are yellow. The upperparts and rump are pale dove-

grey, and the underparts are barred throughout. The

central tail feathers are unbarred plain grey, a feature

shared only with Levant Sparrowhawk, and when the

bird is seen at rest from behind no barring is visible in

the tail. The other tail feathers are boldly barred

though, as in most of the other raptors covered in this

article.

The Levant Sparrowhawk is closely related, and

similar in appearance, to the Little Banded Goshawk.

It is a non-breeding migrant to north-east Africa which

is rarely recorded, although large numbers migrate

into Africa through the Middle East. It differs from

Little Banded Goshawk in its larger size, longer pointed

wings, and, especially in the males, very pale un-

barred flight feathers (appearing ‘silvery’ in colour)

contrasting with the distinctive black wing-tips. Males

differ further in having a grey cere and only faintly

barred underparts, and females in having a brown

throat stripe. Both sexes have red eyes.

The Gabar Goshawk, although most closely re-

lated to the chanting goshawks, resembles the small-

to medium-sized Accipiter species in appearance and

habits. It is found in most woodland types but pen-

etrates deeper into arid country than any of the true

Accipiter species. The cere and legs are a distinctive

red and the eyes brown. The underparts have a two-

tone pattern: the upper chest is plain grey, and the

lower chest and belly is barred. The rump is broadly

white but there are no white markings on the upper

surface of the tail.

The OvamboSparrowhawk is another denizen of

Africa’s woodlands, especially where there is a mosaic

of open areas and tall woodland. It is rare throughout

its range, except in the Gauteng Province of South

Africa, where it is one of the commonest breeding

raptors. It is particularly slim in appearance, with a

small head and relatively long wings. The eyes are

wine-red and the colour of the cere and legs varies

between red, orange and yellow. The underparts are

barred throughout. The rump is grey and the upper

surface of the tail has white flecks on the central tail

shafts between the dark bars.

The Red-breasted Sparrowhawk is largely re-

stricted to the Afromontane regions of the continent

where there is a mosaic of montane grassland and

forest, although it also occurs widely in the fynbos

biome (and adjacent parts of the semi-arid Karoo

shrublands) in extreme southern Africa, wherever

there are tall copses of trees for it to nest in. Within its

range it is the only Accipiter with plain rufous under-

parts. The eyes, cere and legs are yellow, and the

upperparts and rump are a distinctive slate grey. The
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Plate 1: Plumages of Black Sparrowhawk, Northern Goshawk, Pale Chanting Goshawk, Cuckoo Hawk, Dark Chanting Goshawk and

Lizard Buzzard.
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upper surface of the tail has white flecks, similar to

those found in the OvamboSparrowhawk but not as

well developed. The head has a hooded appearance

caused by the contrast between the dark crown and

face, and paler throat.

The European Sparrowhawk, like the Levant

Sparrowhawk, is a non-breeding migrant to north-

east Africa, although it also breeds along the southern

rim of the Mediterranean in North Africa. The cere and

legs are yellow. The underparts are barred through-

out, the rump is dark and the upper surface of the tail

lacks any white markings. The male has orange eyes

and female yellow eyes. The female is grey-coloured,

with an eyebrow stripe. The male has a rufous wash

on the cheeks and underparts, and lacks any eyebrow

stripe.

Small- to medium-sized Accipiter species

and Gabar Goshawk - juveniles

Juvenile African Goshawk has brown eyes, a grey cere

and yellow legs. The underparts are spotted (but only

very lightly in the lower Guinea forest populations)

and their rumps are dark. Males have white spots on

the upper surface of their tails; this is lacking in the

females. They have a broad white eyebrow stripe and

a vertical dark throat stripe.

The juvenile Chestnut-flanked Sparrowhawk has

a faint pale eyebrow stripe, brown eyes and a yellow

cere and legs. The underparts are lightly spotted with

large dark spots and the rump is dark. Males have

white bars on the upper surface of the tail. It has dark

rufous thighs, unlike the white or only light rufous

thighs of African Goshawk which shares its habitat.

Juvenile Red-thighed Sparrowhawk has yellow

eyes, cere and legs. The underparts are only lightly

spotted, with barred flanks, unlike the wholly, and

heavily, spotted underparts of the similar sized Little

Sparrowhawk. The rump is dark and the upper sur-

face of the tail has broken white bars.

The juvenile Little Sparrowhawk has yellow eyes,

cere and legs. Its underparts are spotted and the rump

is dark (unlike the white rump of adults). The upper

surface of the tail has white spots. It can always be

distinguished from African Goshawk which shares its

habitat by size, cere colour and the absence of the

throat stripe and broad eyebrow stripe found in that

species.

Juvenile Little Banded Goshawk has yellow eyes,

cere and legs. The underparts have a two-tone pat-

tern, with rust-coloured spots on the chest and a

barred belly. The rump is dark. The two central tail

feathers, plain in adults, are barred but not as dis-

tinctly as the other tail feathers. It has a faint eyebrow

stripe and a throat stripe.

The juvenile Levant Sparrowhawk has a pale nape,

brown eyes and a yellow cere and legs. Its underparts

are densely spotted or streaked throughout and its

rump is dark. It has dark vertical throat stripe. It differs

from the Little Banded Goshawk in its pale nape, eye

colour, underpart pattern and the absence of an eye-

brow stripe.

Juvenile Gabar Goshawk has yellow eyes, a grey,

yellow or orange cere, and yellow or orange legs. The

underparts are streaked on the chest and barred on

the belly. The rump is boldly white, and there are no

white markings on the upper surface of the tail. There

is a faint eyebrow stripe and the head is streaked in

appearance.

The juvenile Ovambo Sparrowhawk has brown

eyes and yellow or orange cere and legs. Its under-

parts can be either white or rufous with indistinct

darker mottling or streaking. The rump is dark and the

upper surface of the tail has distinct white flecks on

the central tail shafts. It has a pale, streaked head with

a broad white eyebrow stripe and a dark patch on the

ear coverts. Its upperparts are distinctly ‘scaled’ in

appearance, caused by the broad pale tips to the

feathers.

Juvenile Red-breasted Sparrowhawk is veiy simi-

lar to, and easily confused with, rufous-coloured

Ovambo Sparrowhawks. They differ in their yellow

eyes and uniformly darker upperparts and head, with

only a faint pale eyebrow stripe restricted to the area

behind the eye and the absence of the distinct ear

patch found in that species. The white tail flecks are

also less well developed.

The juvenile male European Sparrowhawk has

mottled underparts. The juvenile female has barred

underparts, which is unusual as this is similar to the

pattern found in the adults. Their eyes, cere and legs

are yellow, and they have broad white eyebrow stripes.

The rump is dark and the upper surface of the tail lacks

any white markings.

Black Sparrowhawk and

Northern Goshawk
The large size of these two species should rule out

confusion with any other species considered here

(except for the similar -sized, but differently plumaged,

chanting goshawks).

The Black Sparrowhawk is widespread in sub-

Saharan Africa, occurring virtually wherever there are

tall trees, from closed forest to open environments

with isolated copses. It is a fearsome predator, taking
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prey as large as guineafowl Numida sp. Like several of

the other Accipiter species in Africa, it has benefitted

from the spread of alien trees and the increase, brought

about by crop farming, in its main prey species (pi-

geons, doves and gamebirds), and has increased in

distribution and numbers.

The adult has a unique pied appearance and the

amount of white on the underparts is highly variable

but usually forms a ‘waistcoat’ extending from the

flanks towards the centre of the chest and belly. The

juvenile can be either white or rufous on the under-

parts, with long and narrow streaks down the chest

and belly. The dark bars in the tail are fringed with

white, a feature shared only with juvenile Northern

Goshawk. In flight, it shows a white patch in the

primaries on the upper wing.

The Northern Goshawk in Africa occurs regularly

only in Morocco, where it is uncommon. It inhabits

oak, cedar and conifer woodlands and forests. This is

the most powerful Accipiter and regularly overpow-

ers prey as large as hares. Its distribution overlaps only

with European Sparrowhawk. These two species are

best distinguished on the basis of size. A small adult

male Northern Goshawk could be confused with a

large adult female European Sparrowhawk, but the

former is greyer, has relatively narrower and longer

wings and a shorter tail. The deep rufous underparts

with bold streaks of juvenile Northern Goshawk should

always differentiate it from juvenile European

Sparrowhawk, which has paler underparts with bar-

ring or mottling.

Pale and Dark Chanting Goshawks and

Lizard Buzzard

The two chanting goshawks are noticeably larger

than the other raptors discussed here (except for

Black Sparrowhawk and Northern Goshawk). They

are the least secretive of these birds of prey, often

perching in exposed positions with a distinctive up-

right stance. Their distributions overlap only marginally

at the edges of their respective ranges.

The Pale Chanting Goshawk has a disjunct distri-

bution, occupying dry deserts and Acacia woodlands

in southern and East Africa, the two populations being

separated by the miombo woodlands of Central Af-

rica. The East African race may comprise a separate

species, Eastern Chanting Goshawk M. poliopterus.

Dark Chanting Goshawk inhabits the moist, well-

developed broadleaved woodlands of the continent

and there is an interesting isolated population in

Morocco.

The two species are similar in appearance. The

Pale Chanting Goshawk, however, is slightly larger

and appears longer-legged. The adult Pale Chanting

Goshawk has a pure white rump. In flight, it shows

white secondaries contrasting strongly with the black

primaries, although the East African race has greyer

secondaries than southern African birds. East African

birds differ further in having a yellow cere and orange

legs, compared with the red cere and legs of their

southern cousins. Adult Dark Chanting Goshawks

have finely barred rumps, appearing uniformly grey at

a distance, and grey secondaries and primaries. The

white secondaries of the southern African birds result

in a pale, freckled patch in the folded wing, absent

in both the East African birds and Dark Chanting

Goshawk. The juveniles are even more similar and

can only safely be told apart by their rump coloration:

white with faint, rust-coloured V-shaped markings in

the Pale Chanting Goshawk (appearing white at a

distance), and broadly barred with grey in the Dark

Chanting Goshawk (appearing uniformly grey at a

distance). Otherwise, juveniles of both species have

yellow eyes and legs, grey or orange cere, and under-

parts lightly streaked or mottled on the upper chest,

and barred on the lower chest and belly.

The Lizard Buzzard is widespread in woodland,

especially moister broadleaved woodlands. It is ‘gos-

hawk-like’ in overall appearance but is rather stocky,

with a large head, short stout legs and talons, and a

short tail. It has a unique white throat patch with a

vertical black stripe. The cere and legs are a distinctive

coral pink in colour. It has a broad white rump and the

black tail has one or two white bars. It is unusual

among these raptors, in that the juvenile is similar in

appearance to the adult, only somewhat browner in

colour.

Cuckoo Hawk
The Cuckoo Hawk is similar to the sparrowhawks and

goshawks in general appearance, although notice-

ably longer winged and more sluggish in flight.

Forests and well-developed woodland comprise its

habitat. The slight crest at the back of the head

(bordered below with a chestnut patch in the adults)

is unique among these raptors. The head is dove-like,

the eyes prominent, and the bill and feet relatively

weak. The eye colour of adults varies between

yellow, orange and deep red. The upper chest is

plain grey and the barred lower chest and belly are

unusual in their deep chestnut colour and broad and

irregular nature. The underwing coverts are also rich

chestnut. The cere and legs are yellow and the rump

is dark. The juvenile has a broad eyebrow stripe and

its underparts are spotted. It has a dark rump, and

yellow eyes, cere and legs. It is easily confused with
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Plate 2: Plumages of African Goshawk, Chestnut-flanked Sparrowhawk, Ovambo Sparrowhawk, Red-breasted Sparrowhawk and

European Sparrowhawk.

80 - Bull ABC Vol 4 No 2 Field identification of African Accipiter species: Allan



/ Juvenile Galx

Goshawk

Adult Gaba

t Goshawk

Adult Little ‘"’1

Banded Goshawk

(Male)

Adult Levant

Sparrowhawk

(Male)

Adult Little

Banded Goshawk

(Female)
Juvenile Little

Banded Goshawk

Adult Levant

Sparrowhawk

(Female)

Juvenile Red-

Thighed

Sparrowhawk

Adult Red-Thighed

Sparrowhawk

Plate 3: Plumages of Red-thighed Sparrowhawk, Gabar Goshawk, Little Sparrowhawk, Little Banded Goshawk and Levant

Sparrowhawk.

Field identification of African Accipiter species: Allan Bull ABC Vol 4 No 2 -81



juvenile African Goshawk but its shape, crest, lack of

a throat stripe and yellow (not grey) cere differentiate

the two.

Melanistic forms

Four of the species discussed here have melanistic

forms, where the plumage is largely or entirely black.

In the Gabar Goshawk, this condition can be rela-

tively common, especially in higher rainfall regions,

and up to 15%of birds can be melanistic. The condi-

tion is usually rarer in Black Sparrowhawks but in

some regions melanistic birds can predominate, for

example in the extreme south of the species’ range, in

the Eastern and Western Cape provinces of South

Africa. Melanistic Ovambo Sparrowhawks are ex-

tremely rare (perhaps 1-2% of birds). Melanism in

African Goshawk appears restricted to the East Afri-

can race and little is known of its extent in this

population.

Melanistic Gabar Goshawk lacks the bold white

rump otherwise typical of the species, but have

boldly black-and-white barred wings and tails, and

unique black ‘scales’ on the front of their legs and

toes. Melanistic Black Sparrowhawk shows no bar-

ring in the wings and tail, and usually have some

white on the throat. Melanistic OvamboSparrowhawk

exhibit little barring in the wings and tail but retain

the white flecks on the upper surface of the tail.

Melanistic African Goshawk also shows some barring

in the wings and tail but are noticeably browner than

melanistics of the other three species, and the males

lack the white spots on the upper surface of the tail

typical of males of the usual form. Melanism in these

species masks many of the usual clues used in

differentiating them and particular attention must be

paid to size and shape comparisons, and to the

colours of the soft-parts which remain the same as in

the normal birds (bearing in mind adult and juvenile

differences in soft-part coloration). 'P

Durban Natural Science Museum, Private Bag 4085,

Durban 4000, South Africa.
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